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Mission

The mission of the Iowa School Counselor Association 
is to advance the academic, career and social-
emotional development of all students through 
excellence in professional school counseling.

State chapter of the American School Counselor 
Association
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ISCA Conference

November 1-3, 2026
Prairie Meadows
Des Moines, IA
 iaschoolcounselor.org/conference



Inspire Success. In the Classroom. In the Workplace. In the World.  © 2010-2026 ICAN®

SP3 –
Student 
Planning 
Pointers for 
Parents

Email service for parents of students in 8th 
through 12th grade

 The email service is designed to help parents 
and their students plan for education and 
training after high school by:
 Giving timely information based on the grade of the 

student and time of the year
 Helping prompt conversations between parents and 

students about preparing for life after high school
How It Works

 Register at www.SP3.org
 Receive two emails per month on relevant topics
 Use the tools and tips with your student
 Be entered into quarterly drawings for 529 colleges 

savings plan deposits 
– (40 winners of $250 deposits each quarter)
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ISL 
Education 
Lending 
Scholarship

 18 $2,500 deposits into college savings 
accounts

Open to Iowa residents who are:
 Iowa high school student
 Undergraduate college students
 Parents/guardians or individuals who hold ISave 529 

(formerly College Savings Iowa) accounts for the 
student

Open September 1–December 4
Recipients chosen through random drawings
Educational components

 Tips with multiple-choice questions at registration
 Emailed tips throughout program period

www.IowaStudentLoan.org/CollegeSavings
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The Student Journey Is Changing
The counselor’s role is expanding because the landscape is more complicated.

THEN

HIGH SCHOOL → COLLEGE → CAREER

NOW

1

EXPLORE

2

BUILD SKILLS

3

CHOOSE A 
PATH

4

FINANCE IT

5

TRANSITION

6

ADAPT

Students need guidance through decisions—not just directions.
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THE BIG PICTURE

01

AI

enters the counseling 
office

02

ADMISSIONS

changes how colleges 
compete

03

TESTING

requires individual 
strategy

04

PATHWAYS

expand beyond one 
route

05

READINESS

combines technology 
+ humanity

The question is not “What’s the latest trend?”
It is “What does this mean for the students we’re advising?”

Five Trends to Watch
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AI Has Entered
the Counseling 
Office
AI is not a future issue.
It is a current student 
issue.

COLLEGE APPLICATIONS Essays · research · communication

CAREER EXPLORATION Career research · job descriptions · LMI

WORKFORCE 
PREPARATION

AI literacy · adaptability · human skills

COUNSELING PRACTICE Planning · communication · data · efficiency

The question has shifted to: How should students use AI responsibly?
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TREND 1 · AI

46%
use AI in college 
search [1]

57%
see career risk [2]

THE STUDENT JOURNEY

01 Research College lists and research are already AI-mediated.

02 Apply Applications still need authentic student voice.

03 Prepare Build AI fluency alongside human skills.

04 Counsel Teach disclosure, verification and privacy.

ASK: Are we preparing students to use AI—or to compete 
in a workforce that has AI?

AI is Now Present at Every Decision 
Point
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AI 
Expectations 
on a College 
Campus

AI literacy is becoming part of college readiness
 Expect expectations to vary by campus, course, 

professor and assignment.
 Read the syllabus and ask before using AI when 

permission is unclear.
 Use AI to support learning—not replace the thinking 

or skill being assessed.
 Disclose or cite AI use when required.
 Protect personal, research and institutional 

information.
 Be prepared to explain, defend and revise anything 

you submit.

ASK: Would the student still understand—and 
be able to defend—the work without AI?

[12 & 13]
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AI 
Expectations 
in the 
Workplace

Employers value people who can use AI 
effectively and responsibly
 Follow company policies and use only approved AI 

tools.
 Never enter confidential, proprietary or customer 

information without permission.
 Use AI to increase productivity, explore ideas and 

improve routine tasks.
 Check outputs for accuracy, bias, tone and relevance 

before using them.
 Apply human judgment—especially when decisions 

affect other people.
 Take ownership of the final product; “AI created it” is 

not an excuse.
ASK: Is AI improving the employee’s work—or 
replacing the skills they need to develop?

[12 & 13]
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The Goal is not simply 
knowing how to use AI 
It is knowing when to use it, how to evaluate it, and when human 
judgement must lead. [12 & 13]
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Teach 
Responsible 
AI Use

Start with policy, privacy and disclosure.
Use AI to brainstorm and research—not 

impersonate.
Verify facts, bias and source quality.
Preserve student voice and independent 

judgment.
ASK: Where should your counseling 

program draw the line?

[12 & 13]
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SCENARIO DISCUSSION

“I used ChatGPT to write my college essay. I gave it my ideas, and it made 
them sound better. Is that cheating?”

A Yes—AI should never be used.

B No—AI is just another writing tool.

C It depends on how it was used and the institution’s expectations.

Discuss C: student agency, authentic voice, disclosure, policy and verification.

The Counselor’s AI Challenge
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AI +
Human Skills

AI literacy is not about 
becoming better at 
prompting.

It is about becoming better 
at thinking with AI.

AI CAN HELP WITH STUDENTS STILL NEED TO

Brainstorming + Think critically

Research starting points + Verify information

Practice / interview questions + Communicate authentically

Organizing ideas + Make decisions

Exploring careers + Exercise judgment
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TREND 2 · ADMISSIONS

215
direct-admission colleges 
[3]

Admission can arrive before a 
traditional application.

800,000+
eligible students

received at least one direct-
admission offer.

13%
fewer graduates by 2041 [4]

The national high-school graduate peak 
arrived in 2025.

COUNSELOR 
IMPLICATION

Students still need to evaluate fit and value—not 
just celebrate an offer.

ASK: Does your college-planning 
process account for how colleges 

recruit students today?

Colleges Are Competing for Students
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ADMISSIONS LENS

OLD COLLEGE CONVERSATION NEW COLLEGE CONVERSATION

“What’s your GPA?”

“What’s your ACT/SAT?”

“Where do you want to apply?”

“What are you looking for?”

“What will it cost?”

“What outcomes matter to you?”

“What environment fits you?”

“What alternatives should we consider?”

ADMISSION IS AN OUTCOME  ·  FIT + AFFORDABILITY + OUTCOMES ARE THE DECISION

Value = net price + borrowing + time + career and life outcomes [6]

From “Where Can I Get In?” to 
“Where Should I Go?”
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Direct 
Admission

No Application Needed: Schools admit 
students based on basic criteria like high school 
GPA and transcripts, omitting essays, test 
scores, and fees

Driving Force: A shrinking pool of college-age 
students – the “demographic cliff” – has forced 
less-selective and private schools to 
aggressively recruit

Platforms Growing: Programs via platforms like 
Common App, Niche, Collegeboard have 
expanded 

 The Catch: Critics warn the process can 
confuse families regarding actual financial aid 
and true commitments
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Student Data 
Gathering in 
Direct 
Admissions

Students voluntarily input their data
 Platforms like Common App and Niche students 

create a profile and self-report their data
 Agreeing to the platform’s terms of service, the 

student grants permission for participating colleges 
to view those self-reported metrics

Data is Fully Anonymous
 Matching tools like EAB’s Concourse have a blind 

screening process
 Colleges see masked profile: “Student X: 3.6 GPA, 

lives in Iowa, interested in Engineering”
 The college sends and offer to Student X. The 

student’s actual identity and contact information are 
only unlocked and shared with the college if and 
when the student decided to click “ACCEPT” 



Inspire Success. In the Classroom. In the Workplace. In the World.  © 2010-2026 ICAN®

Student Data 
Gathering in 
Direct 
Admissions

“Student Search Service” Testing Loophole
 Students register for SAT, PSAT, or AP exams they 

encounter a checkbox asking if they want to opt 
into the College Board’s Student Search Service 
or similar programs.

 By checking “yes” – which millions do – the 
student legally authorizes the testing 
organization to license their score bands, GPA 
ranges, and contact details to universities



Inspire Success. In the Classroom. In the Workplace. In the World.  © 2010-2026 ICAN®

Direct 
Admission 
Offers are 
Conditional

Student data is self-reported, therefore all 
offers are conditional until verification is 
complete

 If a student wants to officially claim their 
spot, they must still submit a final, formal 
form through the platform

Upon submission, the student gives their 
high school permission to send an official, 
verified transcript to the college

 If the official transcript matches the profile, 
the admission is finalized
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TREND 3 · TESTING

≈90%
do not require 
scores [5]

Optional does 
not mean 
irrelevant.

THREE QUESTIONS BEFORE “SUBMIT”

01 What is the current 
policy?

Confirm admission, scholarship and major 
rules.

02 Does the score add 
evidence?

Compare it with the college’s reported 
range.

03 What strengthens this 
student’s case?

Make the decision institution by institution.

TAKEAWAY: Submit when the score adds useful evidence.

Test-Optional ≠ Test-Irrelevant
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INDIVIDUAL ADVISING

Instead of: “Should I take the SAT/ACT?”

“Would testing strengthen my options?”

01

TARGET COLLEGES

02

ACADEMIC PROFILE

03

POTENTIAL MERIT AID

04

TESTING STRENGTHS + 
PREFERENCES

Make the decision student by student—and institution by institution.

The Question Counselors Should Be Asking
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Know What 
the Test 
Optional 
Really Means

A college can be test-optional for general 
admission while maintaining separate testing 
expectations for:
 Scholarships
 Honors programs
 Competitive Majors
 Course Placement
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Test Optional 
Does Not 
Mean Test-
Irrelevant

 A score may still create opportunities after—or 
alongside—admission.

 Admission review: A strong score may provide additional 
evidence of academic readiness.

 Merit scholarships: Some institutional, state or private 
awards may require a score or use it when determining 
eligibility.

 Program admission: Nursing, engineering, education or other 
selective programs may have requirements beyond general 
university admission.

 Honors and special opportunities: Honors programs, 
learning communities or competitive awards may use scores.

 Course placement: Scores may help determine placement in 
math, English, world language or other introductory courses.

 Application timing: At some institutions, having all available 
academic information may support a quicker or more 
definitive review.

 Future flexibility: Policies differ and change; testing can 
preserve options if a student’s college list expands.

 ASK: What opportunities might the student lose by not 
testing—or by not submitting a score?
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Counseling 
Students 
Through the 
Decision

Separate the decision to test from the 
decision to submit.
 Encourage students to test when access, cost and 

circumstances allow.
 Review requirements for each college—not just the 

general admission policy.
 Check scholarships, honors programs, intended 

majors and placement separately.
 Compare the score with the institution’s published 

ranges and the student’s overall academic record.
 Submit when the score strengthens the application or 

qualifies the student for an opportunity.
 Consider withholding it when it does not represent 

the student well and is truly optional.
 Recheck policies each year and verify information 

directly with the institution.
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When in doubt, it is 
generally better to have a 
test score available. 
Taking the test preserves the student’s choices; submitting the 
score is a separate decision.
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Counselor 
Advising 
Checklist

For each institution, help the student answer:
 Is a score required for general admission? 
 If optional, how does the college review 

applicants without scores? 
 Is a score required or considered for merit 

scholarships? 
 Does the intended major have a separate 

requirement? 
 Is testing used for honors admission or special 

programs? 
 Will a score affect course placement? 
 What is the deadline for submitting or updating 

scores? 
 Does this score add useful evidence to the 

student’s application?
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Are we advising students only 
on how to get admitted – or 

helping them preserve access 
to every opportunity available 

after admission?
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SCENARIO DISCUSSION

STUDENT:
“I don’t want to go to 
college.”

A “You should keep your options open.”

B “What career are you interested in?”

C “Let’s explore what education or training that career 
requires.”

D “Let’s look at several pathways that could get you there.”

Better question: What should life after high school look like—and what preparation will get you there?

The “I Don’t Want to Go to College” 
Conversation
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TREND 4 · 
POSTSECONDARY 
PATHWAYS

POSTSECONDARY

PATHWAYS

4-YEAR COLLEGE

COMMUNITY COLLEGE

APPRENTICESHIP

SKILLED TRADES INDUSTRY CREDENTIAL

MILITARY

EMPLOYMENT

ENTREPRENEURSHIP

GAP / SERVICE

The goal is to help every student develop a viable path—
not the same path.

College Is One Pathway
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Move from 
“No College” 
to “What’s 
Your Plan?”

Help the student build a pathway—not simply 
reject one.
 Begin with interests, strengths, values and preferred 

work environment.
 Identify careers that align with what the student 

wants from adult life.
 Research the education, training or credentials those 

careers require.
 Compare time, cost, earnings, working conditions 

and advancement potential.
 Look for opportunities to test the choice through job 

shadows, work-based learning and career and 
technical education.

 Create an immediate plan and a longer-term plan.
 Build transferable skills that preserve future options.
 Revisit the plan as the student gains experience.
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Questions to 
Ask

What do you want to do instead? 
What will you need to learn before someone 

will pay you to do it? 
How will you gain those skills? 
What will the pathway cost, and how long will 

it take? 
What could your first job lead to? 
What is your backup plan if your first choice 

changes?
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Advising 
Without 
Steering

Students need exploration—not assumptions.
 Do not treat a bachelor’s degree as the default 

measure of success.
 Do not recommend a pathway based solely on 

grades, income, disability or family background.
 Present multiple viable routes into a career.
 Explain both the opportunities and tradeoffs of each 

option.
 Avoid describing non-degree pathways as “less than” 

or “only for certain students.”
 Include families while keeping the student’s goals 

central.
 Make sure every student understands that pathways 

can connect and change.

ASK: Are we helping students make informed 
choices—or unintentionally sorting them?
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“I don’t want to go to college” is 
not a complete plan – but 

neither is “I’m going to college”
Both answers require a clear connection between education, training, 
career goals, and financial reality.
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TREND 5 · CAREER READINESS

HUMAN SKILLS

Communication + 
professionalism

Critical thinking + 
adaptability

Teamwork + sound judgment

×

AI FLUENCY

Use AI appropriately

Evaluate its output

Know when human 
judgment must lead

×

EXPERIENCE

Practice skills in context

Show evidence of 
contribution

Reflect, improve and adapt

Career-ready students can use technology—and still communicate, think and 
perform.

Career Readiness is a Three-Part 
Equation
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Career 
Advising is 
More Than 
Exploration

An assessment can identify possibilities. A job 
shadow can provide exposure. Neither one 
creates career readiness by itself.
Career advising should help students:

 Understand their interests, strengths, values and 
needs.

 Connect self-knowledge to several possible career 
pathways.

 Research the skills, education and credentials each 
pathway requires.

 Develop the human and technical skills employers 
expect.

 Gain progressively deeper workplace experiences.
 Reflect on what they learned and adjust their plans.
 Document their skills through résumés, portfolios, 

credentials and references.
 Create concrete next steps for continued learning and 

career entry.
ASK: What can the student now do, explain or 

demonstrate because of this experience?
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The Human 
Factor

As technology changes the work, distinctly 
human skills become more—not less—
important.
 Communicate clearly with different audiences.
 Listen, ask questions and understand other 

perspectives.
 Work through disagreement and contribute to a team.
 Use empathy when decisions affect other people.
 Think critically instead of accepting the first answer.
 Exercise judgment when there is no perfect solution.
 Adapt, take initiative and respond constructively to 

feedback.
 Demonstrate reliability, integrity and professionalism.

COUNSELOR QUERY: Where are students 
intentionally learning, practicing and 
receiving feedback on these skills?
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Developing 
Human 
Skills

Participation does not automatically equal skill 
development.
Students build human skills when they have 

opportunities to:
 Lead part of a project—not simply join an 

organization.
 Work with people whose perspectives or approaches 

differ from their own.
 Present ideas and adjust the message for different 

audiences.
 Navigate a setback, conflict or change in plans.
 Receive feedback, respond to it and try again.
 Make a decision and explain the reasoning behind it.
 Recognize how their behavior affects a team or 

customer.
 Reflect on what they did well and what they need to 

improve.
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Developing 
Human 
Skills

Move activities to evidence:

“I participated in a group project” describes 
an activity. 

“I organized responsibilities, resolved a 
disagreement and helped the group meet its 
deadline” demonstrates skills. 

ASK: Can the student name the skill, 
provide an example and explain what they 
learned?
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AI Fluency is 
More than 
Using 
ChatGPT

AI fluency means knowing how to use AI 
appropriately, critically and responsibly.
Students should be able to:

 Recognize when AI is—and is not—the right tool.
 Select a tool that fits the task.
 Provide clear context, instructions and constraints.
 Review and refine AI-generated results.
 Check facts, calculations, sources, bias and missing 

perspectives.
 Protect personal, customer and organizational 

information.
 Follow policies and disclose AI assistance when 

required.
 Combine AI output with subject knowledge and 

human judgment.
 Take responsibility for the final result.



Inspire Success. In the Classroom. In the Workplace. In the World.  
© 2010-2026 ICAN®

AI fluency is not measured 
by how quickly someone 
generates an answer. 
It is demonstrated by the quality of the decisions made before, during 
and after using the tool.
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AI Should Extend Skills – not Replace Them

Risk of overrelianceAppropriate support

Asking AI to make every decisionBrainstorming possible approaches

Submitting output without understanding itOrganizing or summarizing information

Avoiding original thoughtDrafting questions or an outline

Assuming the answer is accurateComparing ideas or identifying gaps

Replacing the student’s voiceImproving clarity after writing

Entering private or confidential informationAutomating a routine task

Using generated answers that are not authenticPracticing an interview
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The employability question 
is not simply: 
“Can you use AI?”
Can you use AI to produce stronger work while still demonstrating your 
own knowledge, judgment, and accountability?
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Career 
Experience 
Brings the 
Skills 
Together

 Experience is where students apply human skills 
and AI fluency in context.
 A job shadow provides awareness.
 A project provides practice.
 An internship or job provides performance expectations.
 An apprenticeship develops skills through guided 

application.
 Leadership and service experiences create evidence of 

collaboration and responsibility.
 Reflection helps students identify what they learned and 

what they still need to develop.

 After an experience, ask:
 What human skills did you use? 
 Where did you receive feedback? 
 How was technology or AI used in the workplace? 
 What required human judgment? 
 What did you produce, improve or contribute? 
 What evidence could you share with an employer? 
 What is the next skill or experience you need?
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Advising for the Whole Career-Ready Student

ExperienceAI fluencyHuman skills

Where have you applied your 
abilities in a real context?

How effectively and responsibly 
can you work with technology?

What can you do with and for 
other people?

ProjectsTool selectionCommunication

EmploymentPrompting and iterationCollaboration

InternshipsVerificationCritical thinking

ApprenticeshipsPrivacy and ethicsEmpathy

Leadership and serviceHuman oversightJudgment

Career-connected courseworkAccountabilityAdaptability

Career advising should help students build all three areas over time.
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Counselor 
Role

The counselor’s role is to help students:
 Identify the skills they already possess.
 Recognize gaps they need to address.
 Find opportunities to practice and receive 

feedback.
 Connect experiences to specific skills.
 Collect evidence through projects, credentials, 

portfolios and references.
 Explain their value to an employer with concrete 

examples.

CLOSING QUESTION: Are our students 
completing career activities—or 
intentionally building a career-ready skill 
set?
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Career readiness is the ability 
to work effectively with people, 
use technology with judgment, 

and apply both through 
meaningful experience

Skills without experience are difficult to demonstrate.
Experience without reflection doesn't guarantee growth.
AI fluency without human judgment isn't enough.
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Five Questions to Take Back

1 Are we preparing students to use AI responsibly?

2 Are we explaining how college admissions is actually changing?

3 Are we giving individualized guidance around testing?

4 Are we presenting multiple viable postsecondary pathways?

5 Are students building and demonstrating career readiness?
ASK YOURSELF · TAKE THIS BACK TO YOUR TEAM



Inspire Success. In the Classroom. In the Workplace. In the World.  
© 2010-2026 ICAN®

ICAN is Here to Help
Presentations
Videos
Professional 

Development
CCR Curriculum
Mobile App
Materials Library
E-Alerts & Senior Tips
Social Media
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ICAN Mobile App 
Your Planning Companion

 The ICAN App helps students and families 
manage career, college, and financial aid 
planning in one place
 Timely Reminders
 Tailored Checklists
 Family Link for Connections
 Counselor Link for Advising

Available in the AppStore or Google Play
 Search ICAN Plans
 Download for Free
 Create your account and select your pathway
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Personalized Planning

Checklists are personalized to the 
selected pathway

– Career Training/Apprenticeship
– College
– Military
– Undecided

Tracks progress and connects students to 
planning resources
 Keep goals, tasks, and planning steps 

organized on their phone
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Counselor Tab

Counselor profile gives you access to 
the Counselor Planning Tab

This tab features resources and content 
specifically for school counselors

Features upcoming professional 
development, highlights from ICAN and 
ISCA

Tools to help you help students
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Plan Together

Counselor Link
 Counselors can connect to view and support 

student progress
 Counselors have your own checklist  of ways 

to support students through the planning 
process

Create a profile
Under profile select counselor tab
Enter code 
All students who opt into school group 

will be shown including selected pathway



Inspire Success. In the Classroom. In the Workplace. In the World.  
© 2010-2026 ICAN®

The 
Guide
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Professional Development Opportunities

Virtual Training Opportunities
 Career Advising
 College Advising
 Financial Aid Advising
 MTSS Series
 Family Engagement
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Professional 
Development 
Opportunities
ICANsucceed.org/training

Free & Paid Professional 
Development
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ICAN Scholarship Database

Step1 Scholarship Search
 One Stop Shop for Scholarships
 National, Regional, State and Local 

Scholarships all in one place
 Notifications of new scholarships 

that match you
 Timely reminders 

to apply

www.Step1Scholarships.org
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